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December, apart from a few bands straggling to left or
right of the main body, his rear-guard had dwindled to
sixty.
He expressed his intention to Victor, who was next
in the column, of leaving his post for the time being in
order to round up survivors. But Victor was anxious to
recruit his own 9th Corps by making a similar search,
and the two Marshals almost came to blows till Ney
consented to stay behind "with a suitable reinforcement.
The ex-drummer, however, swore that he'd be damned
before leaving his fellow Marshal a single man; but
the pretty situation was cut short by an order for Ney
temporarily to join the head-quarters at Smorgoni.
He there found Napoleon on the point of quitting the
army and making a dash for Paris, where, apart from the
necessity of raising more men, a plot was forming against
the Empire, Murat was given direction of the Retreat,
while it fell upon Ney to put up a fight at Vilna for
the protection of the main body as it continued on to the
Niemen. The stragglers of the 3rd Corps, some hun-
dreds in all, were rounded up, and occupied the eastern
part of the town. There was a breathing space and a
meagre distribution of rations before the enemy grappled,
and finally Ney drew ofl under cover of darkness, his
rear-guard worn to a shadow but still screening the
general retirement.
All that night he marched in the direction of Kovno,
with breaking-point never absent from the forlorn
venture and only his invincible will-power standing
between the doubtful rally and the Russian thousands.
Fugitives impeded the road, and when commands were
unavailing a way had to be cleared with fists or musket
until., shortly before daybreak, fatigue compelled them
to halt. For some hours his remnant 'was heavily en-
gaged with the Russian vanguard, preserving its own
life and that of the main columns by a repetition of the
astonishing fighting that superseded the disasters of
1812, then working on through the darkness.
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